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Chapter One

After four months, Katy thought she would've gotten better, but she still suffered from nightmares of the accident. In fact, she could hardly sleep through the night without visions of that man's silver sedan screaming towards the side of her father's pickup truck. Her former roommate, Alex, had moved out because Alex was still a competitive swimmer and needed to be able to sleep through the night without listening to Katy's cries for help. 

Katy couldn't blame the other woman, but it made the divide between herself and all the things she'd previously loved just that much wider. She was meant to be a champion swimmer with her face on cereal boxes...and instead, she would never even walk again, and she was hardly in contact with her former best friends. 

She scowled out the window and abruptly turned her wheelchair around. It was time to go to therapy. 

She had mostly finished with the physical therapy that had helped her get acclimated to her new life in a wheelchair. It helped that she'd been a champion athlete: she already had quite a bit of arm musculature which now, instead of propelling her through the water, was put to use wheeling her way around the house. Now, they wanted her to come in just to try and convince her to be as active as she had once been. 

It was the mental part of her new condition that she was still struggling with. 

It was silly things like this: she needed to get across town, but rather than hop in her car, she needed to catch the bus. She hated that—not because there was anything wrong with the bus, of course, but she hated that the accident had taken away her independence. 

Eventually, she made it to the gym and took the elevator up to the third floor (where once she would have bounded up the stairs in a matter of moments). She scooted over to the receptionist's desk (craning her neck to try and see over the counter). Then, once she'd signed in, she scooted awkwardly back and to the side, grimacing at how she still was in everyone's way because the lobby really wasn't designed to have someone in a wheelchair waiting there in the lobby. 

A man poked his head around the corner from the hall that led to the main part of the gym. “Katy Sobel?” he asked. 

“That's me,” Katy said, moving hesitantly forward. This was not her usual physical therapist. 

The man smiled warmly and came closer, holding out a calloused hand. “Michael Green,” he introduced himself, gripping her hand firmly. “I know you usually see Rachel, but she had something come up last minute, so I'll be covering for her today. I hope you don't mind...”

Katy shrugged. She wasn't really happy about it—this undoubtedly meant she was going to need to tell him all about the accident and what point of her therapy she was at and everything that Rachel already knew, and that was going to be painful. But she had already come all this way to get to the gym, so she might as well just roll with it—no pun intended. Anyway, Michael seemed friendly. “That's fine,” she said. 

“Excellent. Right this way.” Michael led the way down the hall and held the door for her while she rolled into one of the private rooms. Katy waited in the middle of the room for more instruction; Michael sat on the floor near her and gestured for her to join him in some basic stretches. 

“I know something about your situation from Rachel, but why don't we start with introductions?” Michael asked. “Tell me about yourself, Katy.”

Katy sighed. “My name is Katy Sobel and I'm...never going to walk again.” She paused briefly, not really sure where to begin. “I used to be a swimmer. A really good swimmer. Like, poised to go to the Olympics. That's...never going to happen now.” She made a face. “I was in a car accident about four months ago. I guess I've been struggling ever since.”

Michael hummed quietly. “All right, but introduce yourself to me. What are your hobbies? What did you do yesterday? What do you like to eat?”

Katy stared blankly at him and fiddled agitatedly with her charm bracelet that she had been wearing since she was a kid. “Honestly? I never had time for anything except swimming. I don't have any hobbies. I go to work—I've got a job in a call center now—and then I come home and throw on some dumb TV show and then I go to sleep.

“As for food, I don't have much of an appetite these days. I used to have to keep to a really strict diet as an athlete, but now, of course, I could eat anything I wanted...and that makes me really upset so then a lot of times I just don't eat anything.

“I just want things to go back to the way they used to be...” She sighed again and shook her head. “But of course that's never going to happen,” she finished bitterly. 

Michael raised an eyebrow at the woman. Rachel had told him Katy was a difficult patient, but he hadn't expected this depth of hopelessness from her. First things first, he realized she needed to pick up a hobby. “Have you considered going back to swimming?” he asked. “Maybe the Olympics are out of reach now, but the Paralympics would be equally amazing.” 

Katy flinched and pressed her hands together. “I tried swimming,” she admitted. “It just...feels totally different, like I'm learning how to do it all over again. I go to turn and kick off the wall and...nothing happens. I hate it.”

That made a lot of sense when Michael thought about it, but he couldn't help pushing... “You were an Olympic-level athlete. I'm sure you've faced a challenge before.” 

He watched carefully as shock, then hurt, and then anger flashed across Katy's face, but when she spoke, her tone was level. “I'm just not ready for that challenge.” 

Michael nodded. “Well, what about other hobbies? There must have been something you always wanted to try but never had time for...”

The rest of the session went in much the same vein. The cardinal rule of therapy, Michael knew, was to not get too invested in a patient, but he couldn't help his growing desire to help the woman find something to smile about again. He knew part of it—as much as he hated to admit it—was his physical attraction to the woman, who admittedly was gorgeous. 

She had sharp cheekbones and bright blue eyes, and her dark hair fell in wispy curls around her face. Despite her sadness, she was absolutely charming. Of course, he could never act on that since that would violate every sort of physical therapist/patient rule, but... Well, he wished he'd met her in a coffee shop or somewhere. 

She gave up too easily each time he tried to push her on her workouts, though. 

At the end of the session, Michael decided it was time to assign her a project. He stood up and went to the cabinet that held some of the sports equipment. “Here,” he said, handing Katy a tennis ball. “Something to fiddle while you're thinking—try throwing it at a wall and testing your reflexes. Because I want you to do some thinking this week and come back next week prepared to tell Rachel about one hobby that you're going to pick up and how you're going to get started on it.” 

Katy stared at the tennis ball and then hesitantly accepted it, tucking it into the pouch on the side of her chair. “I don't know if I can just choose something to...”

Michael shook his head. “Not with that attitude, you can't! Come on, humor me.” 

“I'll try,” Katy said finally. She started rolling out of the room but paused by the door, looking hesitantly back at Michael. “Rachel's great, but...do you think maybe you could be my primary therapist from now on?” She wasn't sure what their connection was, but she just liked this session a lot more than her usual ones. Her sessions with Rachel had always seemed so clinical and left her feeling mentally as well as physically drained, but it felt like Michael really wanted her to improve—and he was prepared to push her in all the right ways as well. 

Plus, well, she couldn't deny the fact that he was handsome. It had been a while since she was even remotely interested in anyone, and she knew it was probably against the rules for them to meet outside of her sessions, but there was no harm in looking at some eye candy during her sessions, right?

Michael smiled his same warm smile again. “I'll talk to Rachel and we'll see what we can do. It would be my pleasure.”

––––––––

Chapter Two

The next week when she went back to see Michael, he was surprised at how sullen she seemed. “I'm not interested in anything else,” she snapped before he could even ask. “I thought about it and I tried to do some research online to figure out things I might be interested in, and I'm just not! I don't care, I don't have hobbies.” 

Michael frowned at the woman for a moment and then stood up. “Come on, let's take a field trip,” he said, gesturing for her to follow him. Unconventional patients called for unconventional sessions. Anyway, it was a beautiful day outside, and he had a feeling they both could benefit from a little time out in the sun. 

“Where are we going?” Katy asked suspiciously. 

“You'll see,” Michael responded, grinning down at her. 

“I don't like surprises,” Katy said quietly. She craved order and regularity in her life, especially since the accident. She supposed it was no surprise, given the strict schedule she'd had when she'd been an athlete. 

Michael ruffled her hair, then drew his hand back as though he'd been burnt. “My apologies,” he said, kicking himself a little inside. Violating her personal space was not something he should be doing. He had to remember that she was his patient, not a friend. He didn't know why he was having such a hard time keeping that distinction with her; he'd never had this problem with anyone before. 

Katy shrugged. “I don't mind. On my swim team, we were always really affectionate with one another, so I got pretty used to people being in my personal space. I...kind of miss it.” 

Michael smiled at her, but mentally he still reminded himself that even if she was okay with him touching her, it was way out of bounds. He needed to be professional or else he'd find himself doing something even more egregious, like asking her to meet him for coffee or having sex with her on the therapy room benches.

When they left the building, he started them walking down towards the lake. It wasn't a long walk, and he had a feeling there would be a number of sailboats out on the lake on such a beautiful, sunny day like this. “Have you thought about moving somewhere new?” he asked while they walked. Just because they were going for a walk, that didn't mean this wasn't a therapy session, and Michael believed in combining physical therapy with mental therapy where possible. 

Katy made a face and shrugged as best she could while still propelling wheelchair forwards. “I mean, where would I go? I've lived here all my life.”

“Understandable. It just seems like it might be good for you to get out and go someplace that maybe...doesn't make you think of your swimming days constantly. You know, get a fresh start.” 

Katy didn't know what to say in response. She knew it would probably be better for her to move somewhere else and move on, but... Well, part of her didn't want to give it up. Of course, it was ludicrous to think that she would ever wake up from this horrible nightmare, but she supposed somewhere deep down she still felt like some day... She sighed heavily; she didn't even know what she was thinking. 

Michael looked quizzically down at the woman, but it seemed there was no answer forthcoming. He mentally filed that away to talk about at a later time, but for now, he wanted the woman to have an enjoyable time and maybe start to remember the joys in life. 

“I used to come down to the lake with my dad when I was a kid. Every Sunday. We'd bring a picnic, and then we'd stroll around the lake. Sometimes, we'd bring a frisbee.” He snickered. “This one time, our frisbee-throwing got interrupted by this dog that came out of nowhere and nabbed the thing right out of the air and then wouldn't give it back!” 

Michael was happy to see Katy half-smile at that, but he wished he could draw a real smile out of her. Before he could begin another anecdote, though, she frowned. “I used to come down to the lake to swim. I mean, most of my swimming was in the pool, but especially on days when my swim practice was in the afternoon, I would sneak down here in the mornings before school. And the team used to come down here on Saturdays in the summer to swim and barbecue.” She looked sourly out at the lake, and Michael began to wonder if this hadn't been such a good idea. 

“Let's get some ice cream,” he suggested, turning them towards a little hole-in-the-wall place that had always been his favorite. 

“What am I, ten?” Katy asked, a hint of anger in her voice. It was as though Michael thought he could make everything better by bribing her with tennis balls and sweets. 

Michael looked down at her in surprise. “Of course not—but you can't tell me you don't want ice cream on a sunny day down by the lake! Come on, my treat...” 

Katy reluctantly followed him into the ice cream shop and looked hesitantly at the flavors. She'd hardly been allowed to have ice cream even when she was a kid, and she never really knew what flavor to pick. She usually ended up with plain chocolate, and she usually ended up regretfully eyeing some of the more creative flavors—but she was always worried that if she got one of the more adventurous flavors, she wouldn't like it and then she would regret that even more. 

“What can I get for you?” the chipper waitress asked from behind the counter. 

“I'll take a medium dish of the praline crunch, and she'll have...” He trailed off, looking expectantly at Katy. 

“I don't know,” she said helplessly, fidgeting with her bracelet. There were so many choices... 

Michael smiled at her, inwardly surprised at her nervousness and hesitancy. “Take your time,” he said easily. “There's no rush.” 

Katy bit her lower lip, not sure why this was stressing her out so much. She supposed it made sense: she still wasn't used to having options. But this level of indecisiveness was just ridiculous. Michael had to think she was crazy. “Surprise me,” she finally blurted out. “Please.”

“Sure thing!” the waitress said. She placed Michael's ice cream dish on the counter and grabbed another dish for Katy. She finished scooping and handed it over the counter to Michael, who passed it down to Katy. While Michael paid, Katy hesitantly took a bite, trying to determine what exactly the flavor was. The base ice cream was chocolate, and it had smears of white in it that had to be marshmallow... When she took a bite, she was surprised to find that there were graham cracker bits in there as well. Ah, s'mores. 

“How is it?” Michael asked. 

He was pleased to earn a small smile in response. “Delicious,” she said. She frowned, though. “I can't eat and walk—well, eat and roll...” She needed both her hands to maneuver her wheelchair. 

“No problem,” Michael said. “Why don't we head down to the docks and then we'll park there and eat.” 

“Okay.” Katy placed her ice cream in the cupholder that was attached to the side of her chair and followed after the man. 

When they stopped, Michael opened his mouth to prod her further about choosing a new hobby, but before he could get the words out, Katy timidly said, “I know this is supposed to be... Just, this is really nice, and I don't want to spoil it with talking about my accident. Can you...can you maybe tell me about you?” 

Michael raised an eyebrow at her, carefully considering his options. That wasn't standard practice, and of course it wasn't going to help her problems to avoid them, but—well, maybe it would do her some good to get her mind off her accident for a little while, and he wanted to be able to give her that, for reasons he didn't want to examine too closely. Finally, he shrugged. “Sure. So I grew up in the area, but I went to college out west...” he began. 

Katy settled back in her chair, watching his face get animated as he talked about his friends and what had gotten him interested in physical therapy. This isn't a date, she reminded herself. He was only doing this because he had to do it because she was paying for him to help her fix her life. Even if he weren't her physical therapist, she doubted he could ever be interested in her when she was like this (broken: wheelchair-bound for the rest of her life). 

She wished he would be, though. It had been a while since she had felt this okay. 

––––––––

Chapter Three

Michael groggily reached for his phone on the bedside table, accidentally knocking a picture and some pens off in the process. He always left his phone on in the middle of the night in case of emergencies, but fortunately, it hardly ever rang. When it did ring, it was jarring, cutting through his slumber. 

He finally located the phone and cleared his throat as he brought it up to his ear. “Hello?” 

At first, there was only sobbing on the other end of the line. Michael pulled the phone away from his ear to peer blearily at the screen, but he didn't recognize the number. “Hello?” he said again. 

“Michael?” the woman asked, and Michael worked hard to place the voice. 

“Who is this?” he finally asked. 

“It's—it's Katy.” She was started sobbing again, and Michael cursed under his breath and got out of bed, rummaging for clothes. 

“Hey Katy, shh, it's okay. Where are you? Need me to come get you from somewhere?” He pulled his jeans on one-handed but paused before putting on a tee shirt, listening closely. He didn't hear much background noise, so it was hard to determine where she was. 

“I'm—I'm—“ She broke off, and he could hear her teeth chattering. He grabbed one of his flannel shirts and tossed it on the end of his bed. 

“Katy, hey. Listen to me, okay? Can you take a deep breath for me, please? Just breathe in, slowly, and hold that breath for five—four—three—two—one, okay. Now let it out slowly. And then breathe in again, slowly, and hold that for five—four—three—two—one. Okay. How are you doing there, Katy?” 

“I'm on the dock down by the lake,” she whispered finally. “I...” 

“All right,” Michael said easily. “I'll be there in five minutes, okay? But I'm going to keep you on the line and keep talking to you, all right? Are you still doing those deep breaths for me?” 

“Yes,” Katy said shakily. “Michael, I—can you bring a towel?” 

Michael blinked and then shook his head. Had she decided to go swimming? Now, in the middle of the night? He didn't question her, though; he wanted to make sure she was safe first. “Of course,” he murmured, grabbing one from the hallway linen closet before running out the door, nearly forgetting his keys in the process. 

“All right, I'm on my way—down the stairs and out of my building. Don't worry, I don't live that far away, and I'm jogging. Are you still on the dock?” 

“Yes.” Her breath hitched on another sob. 

“Easy there,” Michael soothed. “I'll be there in just a couple minutes.” 

True to his word, it was only a couple minutes later that he jogged out onto the dock. He was surprised to see Katy lying there flat on her back, a few feet away from her chair. She slowly sat up as he approached, dropping her phone down onto the wooden planks. She was soaked, and he could tell that she indeed had gone for a swim—but it was strange that she hadn't thought ahead and brought a towel and even stranger that she appeared to have gone swimming fully clothed. Her shirt was now clinging to her skin, clearly outlining her cleavage—but Michael pushed down his lustful thoughts. Wet as she was, it was no wonder she was freezing. 

Michael dropped down to his knees beside her and began vigorously toweling her dry, disregarding that whole therapist/patient physical contact thing for a moment. There had to be something really wrong if she had felt the need to call him in the middle of the night. 

Katy shuddered and brought her hands up to twist in the fabric of his shirt. She started crying against his shoulder, and Michael wrapped the towel around her and held her close, gently stroking her hair. “It's okay,” Michael said quietly. “I've got you. You're all right, you're safe.” 

After a couple minutes, the woman's tears tapered off, but she was still shivering against his chest. Michael pulled back slightly and grabbed the flannel he had brought. “Here,” he said, handing the shirt to her. “Uh, maybe you want to...take off your wet shirt first. I won't look.” He dutifully turned his face away. 

Katy made no sound as she peeled off her wet shirt and pulled on Michael's flannel. She was touched that he'd
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